
    

Letter from the Chair 

 

 

 

Dear HGRG members,  

Welcome to this autumn edition of the 
newsletter, my first as Chair of the Historical 
Geography Research Group. Itđs a role Iđm 
delighted to have taken on: we have a fantastic 
committee and a large and growing membership, 
and I shall be honoured to serve you all over the 
next few years. My own first experience of the 
HGRG was during Hayden Lorimerđs tenure as 
Chair at a Practising Historical Geography event 
in London in 2003 or 2004. I was so impressed 
with the friendly reception and fantastic line up 
of speakers, I joined up immediately and havenđt 
looked back since.  

In taking on this role, my first task must be to 
thank our outgoing Chair, Dr Carl Griffin, for six 
years of dedicated service on the committee, 
initially as E-Circulation Officer, then as Hon. 
Treasurer and more latterly as Chair. The good 
news is that Carl will continue to be actively 
involved in the research group in an ex officio 

capacity as acting Research Series Editor. There 
are a number of other changes to the committee 
for the coming year. Hannah Neate leaves her 
role as Communications Officer to take over as 
Hon. Treasurer, while Fae Dussart (University of 
Sussex) and James Kneale (University College 
London) join the committee as Communications 
Officer and Dissertation Prize Coordinator 
respectively. We also welcome two new 
postgraduate representatives, Bronia 
Chichlowska (University of Hull) and Ben 
Newman (Royal Holloway, University of 
London). In appointing new committee 
members, we have also said goodbye to others 
who have reached the end of their terms: my 
thanks go to Alastair Owens who has served us 
brilliantly as Research Series Editor over the last 
four years and to Julian Baker, Natalie Cox and 
Alice Insley for all their hard work during their 
extended terms as Postgraduate Representatives. 
Carl offered his thanks to Alastair, Julian, Natalie 
and Alice back in the summer issue, but I am 
pleased to be able to formally add mine.   

The last couple of months have been busy ones 
for the HGRG. Early September saw the research 
group sponsor thirteen sessions at the RGS-IBG 
annual conference, on themes as diverse as the 
historical geographies of outer space, the future, 
peace and non-violence, and anti-colonialism, as 
well as the ever popular new and emerging 
research in historical geography sessions, the last 

taking place in a packed room with standing 
room only. We also hosted our first ĐFind a 
Mentorđ session in The Queenđs Arms in South 
Kensington, a convivial evening in late summer 
sunshine that will surely be repeated next year. 
Anyone willing to act as a mentor to postgraduate 
and early career historical geographers is 
encouraged to get in touch with either myself or 
Innes Keighren as Secretary.  

Those whose minds have already turned to 
summer 2017đs RGS-IBG conference (taking 
place in London Tuesday 29th August to Friday 1st 
September) will be pleased to hear we will shortly 
be announcing our annual call for sessions. As 
ever we welcome enthusiastic session organizers 
with great ideas to get in touch. Watch the usual 
channels for further information in due course.   

As if the excitement of the summerđs sojourn in 
London wasnđt enough, this week has seen 
postgraduate students and committee members 
converge on Aberystwyth University for the 22nd 
Practising Historical Geography workshop. As 
always, this proved an intellectually stimulating 
day with excellent keynotes from Peter Merriman 
(Aberystwyth) and Dominique Moran 
(Birmingham) and workshops from Jo Norcup 
and Diarmaid Kelliher (both Glasgow). My 
thanks go to all the speakers and especially to 
Cheryl McGeachen and Elizabeth Gagen for 
putting together such a wonderful event and 
arranging for the timely delivery of tea and Welsh 
cakes (extraordinary as it seems, this was my first 
experience of the latter!). A full report on the day 
will follow in the winter edition of the newsletter.  

As for this issue, there is much to engage readers. 
Our two new series continue: Gerry Kearns tells 
us how he became a historical geographer while 
Kate Boehme and Peter Mitchell report from the 
archives with their piece on ĐSnapshots of 
Empiređ. Iđve much enjoyed reading both pieces. 
There follow two conference reports Ď on the 
Snapshots of Empire workshop at the University 
of Sussex and the RGS-IBG annual conference Ď 
as well as lots of information on upcoming 
seminar series, new book releases, film 
screenings and research projects. As ever, there is 
lots to keep historical geographers busy in the 
coming months! 

 
With very best wishes, 
Briony McDonagh, HGRG Chair  
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I  have rediscovered some of my school-
friends through Facebook. Itđs a strange 
experience to meet again the person I was 

when last these people knew me, some forty 
years ago. I am told I was more conservative than 
I now appear to be. I recall that we argued about 
ideas, religious and political, but rarely academic. 
In fact, the subjects with the most discussion of 
ideas for their own sake were Art and Religious 
Education (R.E. to us all); R.E. perhaps inevitably 
since this Catholic comprehensive school had 
been salted by the high tide of Vatican II and we 
were encouraged to debateĎas long as we landed 
in the right place (another story, another time), 
but discussion in Art was down to an 
inspirational teacher, Rosemary Young, who set 
topics like ēFearĔ and then told us we must think 
before we could know how to respond with 
pencil, crayon or paintbrush. My sense is that I 
chose Geography for University studies because 
I had the ambition of postponing the existential 
choice between Arts and Sciences. I had no sense 
that I might actually ēdoĔ Geography. I was going 
to learn it. The few ēadvancedĔ Geography books 
that I found in my local ēPaperback ParadeĔ (the 
Chorley/Haggett collections from the Madingley 
conferences for school teachersďhow many 
school students were told that this was the 
disciplineđs challenging future?) were written by 
people who had access to arcane texts such as 
Bull. Geol. Soc. Am. (not on the shelves or 
known to the staff of Luton Public Library). 
Clearly Geography was made by other beings in 
other places. 

I went to Cambridge and enjoyed the impish and 
scholarly Professor ēDickĔ Chorley, editor and 
author of so many Madingley texts (Frontiers, 
Directions, the three volume Models). His own 
Đre-evaluation of the geomorphic system of W. M. 
Davis,đ from Frontiers in Geographical Teaching 
was a delightful, even sly, piece of writing, 
recruiting Davis for a new Geography based on 
General Systems Theory. There was grandeur in 
this view of life. Everything was related to 
everything else. Systems had a shape. The world 
did, or should, behave as the models men like 
Chorley devised. In this form it might even be 
controlled. Heady stuff for me. And that Bull. 

Geol. Soc. Am.: in those days it had a P 
number, a letter indicating its height, and bound 
back issues were in a stack in the glacial heights 
of the University Library, whereas recent issues 
were in the pigeon-holes of the balmy Periodicals 
Room. So this was where one could do 
Geography, and mercurial Dick was clearly doing 
it. But, so was the insurgent and inspirational 
Derek Gregory, and this was where Historical 
Geography began. 

If General Systems Theory made our world 
predictable, then, scientists could sort it out. 
Historical Geography did not sit easily with this 
positivism. The problem was not the holism of 
GST but rather its technocratic inflection. In part 
this was philosophical, and Derek led us 
confidently through the epistemological 
criticisms of positivism, but it was also political, 
and here Derek incited us to engage the Marxist 
case against the idea of neutral expertise. If 
society was divided into antagonistic classes, and 
if the neutrality of science was accepting of the 
status quo, then, managing an unfair society was 
not necessarily the highest calling of science. We 
might call this an ideology critique. These were 
big ēifs,Ĕ however, and the plausibility of 
Historical Materialism rested upon its claims 
about the sources of historical change. We might 
call this a historical materialist explanation. And 
so to Historical Geography. Historical 
Geography offered a space to interrogate the 
claims of Marxism, treating it as a research 
project rather than as a purely philosophical 
stance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Gerry Kearns at the 

National University of Ireland, Maynooth. He has written widely on the intersection 
of historical, political and medical geographies, with a current focus on the cultural 
politics of AIDS. His book Geopolitics and Empire (2009) won the Murchison 
Award from the Royal Geographical Society and he was Distinguished Historical 
Geographer at the Association of American Geographers Conference in 2015. He sits 
on the editorial boards of Historical Geography, Journal of Historical Geography, 
and Irish Geography.  

Karl Marx, 
Highgate Cemetery 
Image credit: Dimsfikas,   
Wikimedia Commons 
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At Cambridge, we had a stats class where 
historical data was used to illustrate the 
modeling of contagious disease in spatial 
models. I went to the University Library and 
found a reprint (the wonderful Irish University 
Press series) of the Parliamentary Paper in which 
the cholera data had first appeared. It was clear 
that rather than being a neutral scientific 
concept, contagiousness in nineteenth-century 
Britain was an ideological concept. People 
understood disease through spatial metaphors 
that expressed fundamental assumptions about 
interpersonal responsibility and even about the 
nature of humanity itself. Why should this be any 
different today? Geographical ideas, then, 
circulate in public debate and can carry an 
ideological charge, contradicting the claims to 
neutrality in science. In the archives of former 
times, I could find traces of the ideological use of 
geographical ideas in many fields from public 
health to British imperialism.  

Ideology critique was interesting and it gave me 
purchase upon modern debates about the nature 
and future of the British National Health Service, 
about the nature and future of American 
imperialism. The Marxist claims about the 
sources of historical change sent me back to 
archives with a related but rather different set of 
questions. Alongside the enjoyment of reading 
Karl Marx on the transformation of industrial 
capitalism in nineteenth-century Britain and 
Ireland, I also recovered a materialist analysis 
from the works of Michel Foucault. Foucaultđs 
discourse analysis linked ideology to 
institutions, and Marxđs Capital linked 
institutions such as the Poor Law to the class 
dynamics of industrial capitalism.  

This set of connections made Historical 
Geography an exciting field to research and also 
to teach. I have always found teaching a 
particularly instructive way to stretch my reading 
and understanding. If you want to understand 
something, try to teach it. My own teaching was 
developed at Liverpool with enthusiastic Dick 
Lawton and obsessive Paul Laxton and, with 
their emphasis upon archive-based field-trips, I 
was continually following the example of 
Edward Thompson, Philip Corrigan and Raphael 
Samuel in operationalizing Historical 
Materialism for projects tracing the social and 
economic fissures of nineteenth-century British 
society. With other friends in Historical 
Geography, I produced Urbanising Britain, a set 
of essays about nineteenth-century Britain 
combining theoretical and empirical work in 
precisely this way.  

The most important political questions in 
modern society rest upon claims about how 
society was and is changing. These claims are 
also germane to arguments about desirable 
social and economic change. Having moved 

from Liverpool to Madison, Wisconsin, I was 
confronted by a new historical context. US 
society is formed by the violent taking of land 
from indigenous peoples and I found myself 
trying to think whether Historical Geography 
could serve as a critical space for reflecting upon 
that new society. Again, it was the imperative of 
teaching Historical Geography that broadened 
my reading, and led me into New Western 
Society. If I had been closer to African-American 
or indigenous people at the time I lived in 
Madison, I might not have found this set of 
historians quite as original as I did, but 
nevertheless from this reading I tried to explicate 
a way of relating critique, norm and utopia and 
developing new historical projects for myself and 
with my students. I described this approach in a 
paper on ĐThe virtuous circle of facts and values.đ 

 

Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics (2008 
[2004]) Image Credit: Amazon 

 

I returned to Cambridge after a few years in the 
US and found a great group of graduate students 
with whom to develop further the Foucauldian 
themes of my earlier work. Foucaultđs own work 
on sexuality was being published and the 
lectures on Biopolitics had appeared in English. 
There was a community of colleagues and 
students from Geography and from the 
Cambridge Group for the Study of the History of 
Population and Social Structure with whom to 
debate new books and articles on Biopolitics. In 
part under the pressure of this stimulating 
discussion of Biopolitics, I became increasingly 
interested in the Irish famine and in the 
anticolonial nationalism that was probably the 
most articulate contemporary response. This felt 
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